CHAPTER XXXL

IN THE VILLAGES AROUND  BISKRA.

PASSING out of Biskra proper, we were still in the oasis
among palm and fig trees. Then came an open space,
where, among the undulating wheat and corn fields, were
pitched tents of guardians over property, or of poor nomads,
making use of a rocky and comparatively worthless spot of
ground at a less rate of rental, almost hidden from view by
brushwood and the sweeping limbs of a great olive. The paths
which connected the villages were smooth and hard, sometimes
wide, then narrowing between high walls of dried mud enclos-
ing luxuriant gardens on either side. The river, which had left
the jmountains about ten miles distant to the north, after flowing
of its own free-will through the rocky desert, was checked a
mile above Biskra by a high and thick stone wall, in which was
a sluice conducting the water into a channel five or six feet
broad by perhaps four feet deep. This rivulet was now dimin-
ished by half as it ran at the foot of the wall on one side of our
path, for every drop is economized, and the precious liquid is
sold at fixed prices to the inhabitants for the purpose of irrigat-
ing their fields and gardens. From its entrance into the oasis
to its exit, where the remaining drops are soon swallowed up in
the sands, the stream is stopped at intervals by hewn stones,
upon which are placed other blocks of stone in order to meas-
ure accurately the quantity of water sold for irrigation, the main